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Introduction

The Dark Ages began just as the doctrine original sin and the practice of infant baptism were becoming widely accepted. Between that time and the Reformation in Europe there were many movements which strove the keep the light lit in favor of adult conversion.
In the twelfth century alone there were groups that opposed infant baptism on the ground that faith was a prerequisite —the Apostolics in France, the Albigenses, Peter of Bruys and his disciples, many of the Waldenses, a writer with some influence named Rupert Tuiciensis and Arnold of Brescia.
 Their character is only marginally known and it was usually their enemies who wrote their narratives. But because evidence is scant not much is known about how they actually practiced baptism. When we flash forward to sixteenth century Anabaptism we encounter movements without links to these precursors and often disconnected to each other.
Those who came to be called “rebaptizers” spuriously appeared in new variations as if a door had been opened to reexamine all of one’s beliefs. As a result of this increasing independence from both Roman and State religion reform groups sprung up ranging from pacifist to dangerous, orthodox to heretical and reasonable to fanatical. Protestants have tended to group their opponents together only to then brand them as fringe. Such maligning served a practical purpose because all variations of grouped as “the radical reformation” portrayed the Reform Churches in a similar manner to how the Reform Churches were depicting the Roman Church.
The term Magisterial Reformation refers manner in which the main reformers such as Luther, Calvin and Zwingli related to kings, princes and city councils, i.e. "the magistracy". The term Radical Reformation includes all groups that rejected the intertwinement between state and church whereas the Magisterial Reformation argued for the interdependence of the church and secular authorities. The magistrates could be called on, in the fashion of a bully to enforce discipline, suppress unfavorable views on behalf of national religion. They tended to castigate and punish all independent sects calling for radical reforms with the worst-case characteristics of the most extremist groups.
Fortunately, over the last one-hundred and fifty years historians have been able to clear the haze so that readers can distinguish for themselves the temperate Anabaptists from the odious rebels who also happened to reject infant baptism.

The Anabaptism applies to those groups who, for the most part were independent, but found a similar center of gravity on their use of the Bible, living like the disciples in the Gospels, response to evil, their view that the State had not authority of matters of faith and the Church and lastly, the practice of baptism and. It was baptism that marked their new ideals marking their crossing over into a new way of live.

This investigation is concerned with the Swiss, Dutch and Moravian varieties. In order to grasp these movements we would do well to estimate the influences of Erasmus and Zwingli.
Influences

The great Dutch scholar Erasmus of Rotterdam was a world renowned friend to popes, kings, princes and other figures. He happened to be a mentor to some of the early reformers and had a significant influence on both the Swiss and Dutch forms of Anabaptism, and indirectly the Moravian Anabaptists.

For about five years Huldrych Zwingli was in close connection and alignment with Erasmus. During that time Zwingli was also teacher and friend to those who become leaders in the Swiss Reformation. Through a falling out Zwingli played a large role in how Anabaptists were viewed and treated. Intimate interactions between he and his former allies reveal how interpersonal dynamics between a few can play out in the formation of deep divides among the masses.
Erasmus: Preparing the Way
The Dutchman Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) was an independent scholar, theologian and humanist who published quality Greek/Latin translation of the New Testament that enabled Scriptures to be easily translated for use in other languages, eventually including the King James Bible.  It has been said that without the work of Erasmus there would not have been this Reformation. 

While he researched and wrote primarily is residence in Paris, Oxford and Cambridge his expertise and advice was sought from hundreds of men in government and church reformers.  The latter pulled at him for support and called him a coward for not always going with them.  He was a friend to the Pope, helpful for the Anabaptists and provided scholarship that supported the Reformation in their non-Roman conclusions. Throughout his life he was offer positions that included profit and honor but chose independent study. He strove to be aloof from the combats so he could develop his views free from the battles themselves.

Erasmus cared for restoring the lives to the teachings of Christ and obedience to the Great Commission. And he was a pacifist. These themes became hallmarks of Anabaptism.  These were not the themes of the Reformation which was caught up in doctrines of law vs. grace, faith vs. works, all the while maintaining church-state relations for the princes which required adamant maintenance of infant baptism.

Erasmus supported infant baptism with much reluctance, saying infant baptism was “probably” practiced during the days of the apostles. He emphasized that the teachings of Christ were not for the monks only, but all people. And he was particularly bothered about the condition of the clergy which did not appear to be any more spiritual than the unbaptized.

He wrote in preface to the 1522 Latin edition of the New Testament,

There are many fifty-year olds who have no idea what vow they undertook at their baptism ceremony, who never even dreamed of what the articles of faith demanded of them … for many of us who are priests are also of this sort; we have never seriously considered what it is to be truly Christian.

Clearly, Erasmus appeared troubled about the condition of Catholic and Reformed churches. He advocated that churches go back to the Bible, and have baptized children who have passed through puberty “renew their promises” in public assemblies if they can “give a good account” of what was promised for them by their baptismal sponsors.  It was, in fact, an imitation of every aspect of adult baptism but without water. This was already utilized by some monks and was called “second baptisms”.

The idea did not take hold, primarily because it gave credence to the Anabaptists. In short time Erasmus was blamed by his colleagues for feeding the doubts about infant baptism. He was warned that the new re-baptizing movement had been using his writings for their purposes. It was true for his recommendation displayed his misgivings about the weak spirituality produced by Roman and Protestant Christening practices. His postures made him a partial ally for some of the Anabaptists and problem for the State supported reformers.
And his disciples that followed the Anabaptist paths soon began stating that baptism was only intended for those who could hear, believe, understand and respond on their own. And they would take with them other ideals associated with Erasmus—living according to the teachings of Christ and pacifism.
Zwingli: Friend Turned Antagonist
The young scholar Swiss Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) had once copied Erasmus’ entire Greek text of the New Testament and memorized the letters of Paul. Unlike Luther’s famous self revelation and self-renunciation, Zwingli was moved by the social distresses of his nation and looked to Scripture for answers.  He went into the priesthood in 1506. 

Over the next ten years he was changed by his disgust with cruelty, coarseness, corruption and carnage of his generation and also the influence of Luther’s message.  He began to take on Rome in various issues, especially hypocrisy – for there were some 1500 children born to “celibate” Swiss priests in one year alone. Eventually a distinct wing of the reformation led by Zwingli from Zurich came into its own, but did not gain forces with Luther or Calvin because of their oil verses water differences over baptism and most vigorously over the Lord’s Supper.

In the late 1510s and early 1520s Zwingli was considering giving up infant baptism altogether on the grounds that it accomplished nothing.  He had already denied original sin, as held by Rome. Baptism was a pledge of loyalty that comes from faith. But in 1524 he developed a theory that gave infant baptism grounding for him about the same time that his students, now called Anabaptists, were calling for an end to infant baptism. This led to a parting of the ways with close acquaintance and early Anabaptist, Conrad Grebel. 

In any event, Anabaptist descendent, Eberhard Arnold, wrote that Zwingli was clearly more interested in the matter of church-state.  Zwingli said,

"Baptism in itself would not be important enough for us to arrest and execute people." Zwingli himself often declared infant baptism to be unjustified. "But," he continued, "we had to resist the Baptizers because we noticed that in baptism they had found the symbol that represented their dissenting attitude toward church and state."

It was a huge jump to go from friends in disagreement who once agreed to use of State force to punish dissenting friends. Prior to legal action Zwingli coined a new name for them, the Ana-Baptist (re-baptizers). Zwingli began using it towards all of those who rejected infant baptism, some of which were dangerously fanatical.

The political might of state-run churches could officially mistreat reasonable people who were following Christ as they understood it. Zwingli’s influence and the tension between former comrades had a direct and immediate influence the Swiss and Moravian Anabaptist movements.

The Greater Anabaptists

The mood in Europe was rich with upward swinging emotions. The discovery of the Americas, the Renaissance born in Italy, the escape from the disillusionment of the previous century’s papal schisms, the printing press, the greater availability of the Scriptures which was beginning to reach the tongues of the common man.
The Magisterial Reformation of Luther, Zwingli and Calvin were providing many questions, answers and checks against papal religion.  Luther had open long locked doors and everyone was indebted. But there was a sense that evils were being swapped—the Dark Age pope for the carnal king, prince or council.  Simultaneously, without coordination, and in various places, men were stepping up and out for greater reform.
Amidst these efforts there are three orthodox wings of the Radical Reformation which are worth examination. These groups had high view of Scripture, accurate Christology and sensible measures for studying Scripture—the Swiss Brethren, the Dutch Radicals (or Mennonites) and the Moravian group known as the Hutterites.

Swiss Brethren
In Zurich Ulrich Zwingli had been calling for reforms in Lenten fasting, corruption among the clergy, the mass and Roman rule. Conrad Grebel (1489-1526), whose father was a magistrate, was one of his students for about three years.

Previous to his serious studies in 1521 under Zwingli Conrad Grebel was a brawling drunkard who lived a scandalous existence. An embarrassment to his father and restless in 1522 he decided to marry a lower class woman, Barbara, without the approval from his family. He called her Holokosme (whole world) but she evidently was not the whole answer to his inner demons. Early on the marriage only increased his problems. Fortunately, he soon began to experience a conversion. It came in two stages beginning that same year with a transformed attitude and change of his ways. But it was a few years later that he was baptized. Meanwhile, by the summer of that year he openly expressed his desire to enter the ministry. Zwingli’s skills in using instruction in the biblical languages to recruit would-be reformers appeared was evident.
But by the end of 1523 there was disappointment among Zwingli’s students with their teacher. He had been recruiting them through education for his new program for Zurich. They had heard him speak of replacing Rome’s mass for a Scriptural Lord’s Supper and about removing images from use in church.  But Zwingli was moved at the speed of consensus among the Swiss Confederates and local councils, not by Scriptures. On Christmas Day, 1523, Grebel saw that his union with Zwingli was a thing of the past. The use of “the mass” became the historical divide between the two. It was a fulcrum moment that revealed Zwingli’s deference to human magistrates over Scriptures and the issue of the Lord’s Supper that drove them apart. In time, Zwingli made the discussion of infant baptism the flash point for future infractions.

At the time, in 1524, Wilhelm Reuben had been stirring the Swiss pot by rejecting infant baptism. A few families followed him in this action. This created anxiety in Zurich which led to the tensions that incited Zwingli against his students. This would have been a surprise because they have since reported that Zwingli shared their reservations, if not agreeing with them against infant baptism. By early 1525 the bigger issue was the nature of the church and its relationship to the State, any state and in particular the Swiss Confederates.
In 1525 Grebel and Zwingli went separate ways. From a clash following a fateful disputation with Zwingli Grebel was denounced. His response a few days later on January 21 was to seek baptism at the home of Felix Manz. Others were baptized that night, each pledging to be true disciples of Christ. Thus, the Swiss Brethrens emerged out of the ashes of theological and perhaps interpersonal conflict between the reformer Zwingli and his student, both of whom studied under Erasmus. According to Williams B. Estep, Grebel’s baptism in 1525 was when “Anabaptism was born …”
… This was clearly the most revolutionary act of the Reformation. No other event so completely symbolized the break with Rome. Here, for the first time in the course of the Reformation, a group of Christians dared to form a church after what was conceived to be the New Testament pattern.  The Brethren emphasized the absolute necessity of a personal commitment to Christ as essential to salvation and a prerequisite to baptism.

Worship in homes freed them of Medieval trappings and enabled them to rediscover brotherly love and focus on Christ.  During this period Grebel reflects, “We were listeners to Zwingli’s sermons and readers of his writings, but one day we took the Bible itself in hand and were taught better.”

After his baptism Grebel had only twenty more months on this earth but not before he would turn Zurich and parts of Europe upside down. Bad health and opposition stalked him. The movement was about seven members.
It wasn’t long before Conrad Grebels was going house to house conducting witnessing, conducting the Lord’s Supper and even having a few baptisms. Early on the baptisms were along the traditional understanding, sprinkling. But now some were asking for immersion, in line with Scripture. Gabriel Ginger was brought down to the Rhine River and immersed by Grebel.

In April “Grebel baptized a huge throng in the Sitter River.”
  William R. Estep goes on to say that “Some five hundred persons are said to have been baptized by the Brethren during the initial stages of the movement in St. Gall.”  It is important to note that Grebel was in communication with Zurich’s city council about his efforts. However, in turn, they sought to repress him rather than welcome dialogue. As a result, Conrad Grebel went underground. His health and financial standing were additional threats to his well being. Yet, for four nearly months straight went for house to house speaking about Christ, sometimes accompanied with others, to both individuals and small groups. His message was trust in the Scriptures, faith in Christ, repentance and baptism. 

Grebels and some fellow disciples were arrested in early October. The case against him was trumped up in the decorum of sedition. Basically, the radicals spoke against infant baptism and actually baptized adults into a free church. Grebel wrote from prison attempting to secure permission to have his pamphlet on baptism released for circulation. He had written Luther, Carlstadt and Muntzer but only the latter survived.
Grebel had been desperate to find allies and corresponded with Luther, Carlstadt and even tried to contact Thomas Muntzer, a bad choice and Wilhelm Reuben. He did not seek contact with Germany’s Zwickau prophets who differed in theology, interests, pacifism and use of Scripture. They had a completely different program and challenged infant baptism but there is no record of openly baptizing adults.

This letter is helpful for historians. It is clear that Grebel see’s Munster as a fellow reformer in the vain as Carlstadt and doesn’t know Munster’s theological program except on violence. Grebel corrects Munster’s use of the sword. “One should not protect the gospel and its adherents with the sword, nor themselves.” Grebel’s publication on baptism must have reached Zwingli because the Refutation of the Tricks on the Baptists. 
We know that Grebel set forth that infant baptism was not practiced by the apostles and therefore it accomplished nothing. He and his comrades were trained directly alongside Zwingli and inferred that he changed, not them, according to the political situation. Zwingli dissented from the consensus of his fellow students, possibly as he saw where things would lead. The separation between Zwingli and Grebel related to the following issues:

1) Zwingli’s concept of the joint church and state. The two go together; not the church problem apart from the state problem, but the two seen together as one problem. Zwingli, in the mind of Grebel, gave the more decision making authority to the State than the Scriptures.

2) Infant baptism held a political vice-like grip on the people of the Swiss Confederacy. For instance, it was illegal for parents not to have their child baptized. 

3) Zwingli’s political commitments overpowered his exegesis. A good example of this was his theory was that circumcision was to the Old Testament what baptism fulfilled in the New Testament. But the apostle Paul actually connected circumcision with repentance, which preceded baptism (Colossians 2:11). However, this notion made it necessary to baptize babies.
4) Zwingli’s view that matter had no affect on the spirit. According to Jack W. Cottrel Zwingli had a “metaphysical assumption, namely, the absolute dissimilarity and disjunction of matter and spirit. It is essentially impossible for baptism to affect salvation because water is a material element and the soul is a spiritual entity.”
 Thus, Zwingli originated the notion that ‘baptism is the outward sign of an inward grace’. Not all the reformers agreed. Luther opposed this thought, and Calvin was generally somewhere between the other two reformers on the sacraments.

Zwingli once explained why he did not press adult baptism—“.. it is better not to preach it until the world is ready to take it.” There are various mixed signals about Zwingli’s views on baptism. It is hard not to see this trajectory. Zwingli seriously reexamined his religious beliefs—he works out his own beliefs In front of his students—he sees problems with infant baptism and that originally one reach the age of moral responsibility for baptism—he escalates in influence of Zurich and with the Confederate States—he realizes that infant baptism is woven so close to the state that he can’t fight the Catholics and the State—he develops a unique and unheard of program to minimize the importance of baptism, on one hand, and explain infant baptism as a successor to circumcision, on the other.
Zwingli set up a labyrinth of position changing, Scripture twisting, abuse of authority, personal betrayal, and misrepresentation that no one could survive. Conrad Grebel was sentenced to life imprisonment on March 7, 1526. Coincidentally, or not, “On the same day a new mandate made the act of performing baptism a crime punishable by death.”
 
It is therefore the earnest commandment, order and warning of these our Lords that no one in town, country or domain, whether man, woman or girl, shall henceforth baptize another. Whoever hereafter baptizes someone will be apprehended by our Lords and, according to this present decree, be drowned without mercy.





—Zurich City Council, March 7, 1526

Little did anyone know that it wouldn’t be applied until much later to Grebel’s friend Felix Manz (1498-1527). He was a comrade going back to studies under Zwingli. In any event, two weeks later unknown citizens bust Grebels out of prison. Grebel went on the lam and preached, along with Felix Manz.  Not much is known about the final months but he died in August of that same year. His final twenty months left a phenomenal trace on those who wished to responsibly explore Christianity without the shackles of medieval trappings.
Felix Manz respected process. Within the same period that he presented his alternative ideas of reform to Zwingli he also presented his understanding about believer’s baptism to the Small and Large Councils in Zurich. When Zwingli overwhelmed this situation so that Manz could not be heard he wrote his thoughts in a letter.
After Grebel’s death, Manz was the clear leader and spent much time traveling around places like Embrach, Gruningen and St. Gall, going house to house, spreading the Word. He was arrested in October of 1526, released and arrested again. On January 5, 1527 he was sentenced to death on that very day.  He witnessed as he was escorted along the way from the Wellenberg prison to the Limmat River, where he was bound and drowned.

If the death penalty initiated on the day of Grebel’s sentence resulted in Manz’s death then it is not irony that the next in line leader George Blaurock (1491-1529) was severely beaten on the day of Manz’s death. Blaurock, a family man, was among those baptized at the beginning of Anabaptism in January of 1525. As impetuous ex-priest, it was always clear what Blaurock was thinking. He was an affective pastor and built an effective ministry in Zollikon.

After the deaths of his friends and his bloody beating he moved on to places like Bern. There he had a disputation with Zwingli which did not go well and he was expelled. After four locations with the same outcome he left Switzerland for good. For over two years Blaurock spread Anabaptism through Austria. In August of 1529 he was arrested with a layman and they were both burned at the stake in September.
Not much is known of Michael Sattler (1490–1527) prior to his short time in Zurich except that he was born in Germany and had been a monk. Sattler was probably baptized by Wilhelm Reublin in 1526 from the Black Forest (in Germany) but it was not long before he met up with Grebel, Manz and Blaurock. He lived in Zurich and after a year or so he was expelled and moved on to Strasbourg.
Sattler built some meaningful relationships with other Reformers of the Lutheran bent and maintained respectful ways with them until his death. He wrote various tracts but his main literary contribution was on the Schleitheim Confession. The more famous confessions of the Magisterial Reformation were important for defining and clarifying the beliefs of a religious affiliation. Why not the Swiss and German Anabaptists?
The Schleitheim Confession was more of a manual that described the practices, character and practical theology in an easily readable form. It meant, more or less, that Anabaptism was here to stay and take its place as a presence and voice of Reform.

Sattler was in danger. King Ferdinand of Austraila was determined to drown Anabaptists with “the third baptism”, or drowning. He was arrested with his wife and fellow Anabaptists with the Confession on his person. This drew more serious attention to Sattler, a danger. By modern understanding the trial in May of 1527 was a sham of benign charges and caricatures being led by a Mafioso or crony styled politics. Apparently Michael Sattler was calm and had self-composure when his death sentence was read on May 18.

Two days later Sattler was tortured for his faith in Rottenburg, having a part of his tongue cut out, having flesh ripped off by red-hot tongs and then carried off in a wagon to be burned. Before his death he gave a signal to his friends that his suffering was bearable. He was burned but not before quoting Jesus, “Father, I commend my spirit into thy hands.” A fair number of the State Reformers were upset at the news, due to their affection for Sattler, a temperate and reasonable man.

Eight days later Sattler’s wife was drowned in the Neckar River. A witness and ally, Wilhelm Reublin wrote a famous account of this Michael Sattler’s martyrdom. Apparently, a few years prior he baptized Sattler. Interestingly, Reublin escaped punishment, moved to Moravia and reached rigorous communalism but hypocritically. Reublin was put out of the Moravian Anabaptists fellowship upon Jacob Hutter’s investigation. Perhaps shamed, he corresponded favorably with a lead arch-enemy of all Anabaptists Heinrich Bullinger. His account of Sattler’s death inspired Europe while he lived in ambiguity for three more decades.
Following Sattler’s death there were many hundreds of martyrdoms that followed, with mixed results. Sometimes Anabaptists communities flourished after cruel inquisitions, other times they were wiped out and other occasions they migrated to places more favorable to their faith.

Hutterites

Balthasar Hubmaier (1480-1528), born in Friedberg, Bavaria and attended Latin School in Augsburg, Germany and in the University of Friedberg. Later, he taught at the University of Schaffhausen, Switzerland.

In Friedber he studied under John Eck, the Roman Catholic apologist and opponent of Protestants. Balthasar Hubmaier followed his mentor to the University of Ingolstadt where he received his doctorate in 1512. By 1515 he became university rector but he was restless and went to Regensburg for a more a pastoral post. There he joined and championed a feverish Anti-Semitic campaign that purged the city of Jews.

In 1521 he moved to a parish in Waldshut that celebrated their faith with a highly medieval pomp. Meanwhile, by 1522 Hubmaier began studying the Bible afresh. He makes his way to visit Basel where he meets with Erasmus and an early instructor of Grebel, Glarean. Later that year he is called back to Regensburg but when he returns he is no no longer the same man. The parish was not ready for this transforming man and he returned to Waldshut. He makes time to meet with Zwingli at St. Gall, feeling a greater kinship with the Swiss reformation than the German reformation. They hold a mutual discussion about the absence of Scriptural support for infant baptism. Over the next year he develops his thoughts which tended to fall in Zwingi’s way of thinking. 

By 1524 Hubmaier was being watched by the authorities under Ferdinand I.  The bishop of Constance joined Austria in condemning him as a heretical preacher. As a fugitive he traveled but made it back to Waldshut where he was given a hero’s welcome by the peasants and gladly reinstated as the city’s chief preacher. From a January 1525 letter to Oecolampadius his view of baptism had matured, “The meaning of this sign and symbol [baptism], the pledge of faith until death, in hope of the resurrection to the life to come, is to be considered more than a sign”. And during this period he had become so against infant baptism, only allowing it at the insistence of the parents. The tension from this compromise made him bolder about his belief.

In April he came in contact with someone from one of the Zurich’s disciples, Wilhelm Reublin, who escaped Zurich, fleeing to Waldshut.  Reublin baptized Humaier who in turn baptized three hundred people on Easter Sunday. He did this out of a milk pail because at the time he had not yet learned otherwise, about immersion.  The following month he described baptism “for the pardon of sins”, which was when an “inward ‘yes’ of the heart” occurs. He said that those who practiced infant baptism “rob us of the true baptism”. Hubmaier’s July publication of The Christians Baptism of Believers was circulated and when Zwingli in Zurich got hold of it he wrote “A True, Thorough Reply to Dr. Balthasar’s Little Book on Baptism.” Zwingli’s chief argument was telling. Summarized, he communicated that the loss of infant baptism caused by these schismatics would disrupt order in their country.
Had Balthasar Hubmair moved to fast? Having only been through conversion in less than nine months the Zurich authorities imprisoned him, held disputations, where he recanted in late December of 1525, shortly thereafter withdrew his recantation, put in prison, tortured, another recantation in writing and let go in shame. He wrote a Short Apology and secretly left Zurich in early 1526. Disgraced and discredited before friends and foe alike he landed in the tolerant city of Nikolburg.
Hubmaier must have been surprised and encouraged upon entering the city. The Moravian evangelicals there welcomed him and he met up with Leonhard von Lichtenstein, a man he had previously baptized. Soon hundreds were being baptized. In fact, over the next two years about six-thousand were baptized and this became a watershed moment in Anabaptist history—given a chance, people will accept their message in large numbers. And Hubmaier had undergone intense self-scrutiny. The man who drove out Jews six years before, now spoke kindly of them. The man who spoke and wrote with pride was not gentle and approachable.
There were various forms of Anabaptism emerging in Nikolsburg, Schwertler and Stabler.  The former were mild pacifists and supported government, Christians in military and taxation. The latter were strict pacifists, allowed no room for Christians to hold an office or carry a sword, however, their views on the community were extreme and they tended to be divisive with other Anabaptists. Balthasar Hubmaier was a Schwertler Anabaptist holding that government was ordained by God, and Christians should pay taxes and support the government. He taught in, On the Sword, that the government's should defend the righteous, the innocent, and the helpless. If a just cause was apparent the Christian should take up the sword for the ruling government.
As a result of the movement’s growth under the influence of Hubmaier, he was hunted down in March of 1528 and taken to Vienna. He was allowed to have a final disputation before sentencing, with Zwingli present. Going right to the heart of the matter, Hubmaier quoted Zwingli’s previous assertions that children should not be baptized until they had been instructed. In reply, Zwingli stated that he had been misunderstood. But Hubmaier pressed Zwingli on his reversal which was relevant to his moves against the Rome. Hubmaier stated, “If you do not [demonstrate infant baptism from Scripture], the vicar will complain that you have used against him a sword that you now lay aside.” Nonetheless, he was martyred but his remembrance of Zwingli’s turnabout is consistent with others.

The Moravian following first developed under Hubmaier, which splintered after his martyrdom becoming the “Austerlitz Brethren” in Austria under Jacob Widemann. After Hubmaier was executed, his followers divided along Schwertler and Stabler thinking. The latter thrived and followed the German refugee Jacob Widemann. Another split occurred with Jakob Hutter leading a gathering away to Auspitz, Moravia where they came to be called Bruderhof (German, place of brothers). From 1533 until his death in 1536 Jakob Hutter was the leader of an Austrian sect that developed the habit of moving to escape persecution. The nomadic Hutterites continued to move around in Europe during and after the Reformation but they finally landed in Midwestern US and western Canada in the late nineteenth century. Bruderhof Communities exist today in the eastern US, UK, Germany and Austria.

Dutch Radicals
Menno Simons (1496-1561) towers over all other figures in the history of the Anabaptists in the Netherlands. The movement was already begun but Simons gave it new life, making him the regenerator of the Anabaptist movement. He was baptized during a crucial period in which the Anabaptism in general was in danger of losing its sense of purpose and identity. His moderate leadership unified the nonviolent wing of the Dutch Anabaptists.

It was about a decade after the founding Swiss Anabaptist leaders were being martyred, when emerged was a voice among Dutch Radicals Reformation. Menno Simmons, a priest who once admitted to being afraid to read the Scriptures because of the fear that “I would be misled”. Interestingly, Simons learned Latin and Greek and studied the Church Fathers in preparation for becoming a priest. When he later contemplated his earlier reluctance to read Scripture he called himself “stupid”.
However, he came to read the Bible and Luther’s writings especially after serving as a priest in Pingjum. Sometime around 1526 he began to reflect on the doctrine of transubstantiation, and in 1531 he seriously pondered the rebaptism issue after the beheading of an Anabaptist. Simmons continued to evaluate his cherished beliefs and practices coming to many of the realizations as other Protestants but he went further. Why were the present authorities acting much as Rome did for a thousand years? He was the first to notice that Protestants leaders were transferring Rome’s power to their nation’s kings, princes and councils.
 He was transferred to Witmarsum where there was a growing presence of Anabaptists. In 1535 he received news that Pieter, his brother who was an Anabaptist, was murdered alongside others who shared his beliefs. In early 1536, after gut-wrenching reflection he left the priesthood and sometime that year he was baptized.

In early 1537 Menno Simons was ordained as an Anabaptist minister. During this time there were Pacifist Anabaptists and some militant Anabaptists from Münster. Simons rejected the violence advocated by the Münster movement because it violated the words of Jesus and other Scriptures. Two years later he was an emerging voice for the movement.
For true evangelical faith...cannot lay dormant; but manifests itself in all righteousness and works of love; it...clothes the naked; feeds the hungry; consoles the afflicted; shelters the miserable; aids and consoles all the oppressed; returns good for evil; serves those that injure it; prays for those that persecute it." – Menno Simons, Why I Do Not Cease Teaching and Writing, 1539

Between 1536 and 1544 the authorities were so fervently seeking the ex-priest out that Simons could not stay for more than a few months in any one place. This also meant that his influence would spread. After 1540 Simons was the reason that the majority among Dutch Anabaptists began to swing from the inspirationist and questionable flavor towards the peace favoring yeast among Netherlands. As early as 1544 Mennonite was used in a letter to refer to the Dutch Anabaptists
Over time Simons became an elder in order to lead the misguided. But Menno Simons never stopped preaching, teaching and writing. Menno married and eventually brought his family to an area near of Oldesloe, Germany. He was given sanctuary by a wealthy Anabaptist, Bartholomeus von Ahlefeldt, where he Menno until his death on January 31, 1561

What was the Legacy of Menno Simons?  Simon was not merely trying to correct a series of problems with infant baptism and State/Church relations.  He became a restorationist. Menno Simmon’s 1914 biographer, John Horsch, wrote,

“To reject infant baptism was to lay the ace to the root of the distinctive doctrines, as well as the ecclesiastical order of the churchy in with Menno was born and held office.  Neither Luther or Zwingli questioned the validity of Roman Catholic sacraments and ordination.  If infant baptism was unscriptural and invalid, the Lutheran and Zwinglian reformation of the Roman Church was clearly inadequate.  If the sacraments and ordination of the Church at Rome were unacceptable, a mere reformation of that church along lines approved by civil authorities was insufficient; a regeneration or renewing of the church along New Testament lines was in order.  The restoration of Scriptural baptism was in fact the most fundamental requirement for a true New Testament church. (J. Horsch, Menno Simmons, 23)

He was a temperate man, a talented communicator and unifier. The reasonable radicals were interested in bring about a transformation of the individual through conversion and using the teachings of Christ as a rudder for their lives. Though they lost politically the exhibited the winning argument of the day, producing more spiritually vital communities than did the Protestant victors.  However, success required leadership and the ability to build self-sustaining churches that could cooperate with one another.
The Swiss and Dutch radicals eventually merged and became the Mennonites.  The offshoot Amish are their cousins, so to speak.   When we think of these two groups today, usually in some rural countryside of states like Ohio and Indiana, we may wonder what happened.  At some point persecution, being chased out of Europe led to isolationism.  Perhaps they developed fear-factor hermeneutic in reaction to the “English world”.   A now they choose to stay in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. 
Menno's followers became known as Mennonites as Swiss Anabaptists who emigrated to America. Today there are almost 1.5 million Mennonites in 75 countries.
Two Trajectories of Anabaptism
Today we encounter their descendants among the Amish (Swiss), Mennonites (Dutch) and the Hutterites (Moravian). Each of these movements developed patterns that reflect both the strength of community resolve the scars of dejection.
Caricatures
Thomans Muntzer (1488/9-1525) was a bright and controversial thinker and had become a priest. In 1519 he became father-confessor of a nunnery and met Martin Luther around that time. In 1521 he became priest in Zwickau where he met Nicolas Storch. Ironically, this relationship did more to damage the reputation of the later Anabaptist movement by an alleged fictional association crafted by their enemies. Neither men ever belonged to or would have agreed with the Anabaptists on crucial issues. Munster was known to baptize infants, had political aspirations and both he and Storch were war-mongers. And both died as the movement was just beginning in another country.

So why, decades after the death of Storch and Muntzer, spread this idea? Munster, a religious socialist, went on to become the leader in the disastrous Peasants War of 1525 in which 100,000 people died. He was subsequently executed that year. Muntzer’s had an association with Storch, a “prophet” who put the Bible second to revelation given to a chosen few. The Zwickau Prophets, a sect led by Storch from Zwickau and Saxony was fascinated with the end times. In 1521, the prophets moved into Luther’s Wittenberg but he defeated them through a series of strong sermons. Storch moved on and was eventually involved in the tragic Peasant War of 1524/25.

So where is the link? The attitudes and beliefs Zwickau Prophets reveal them to be anti-Catholic, anti-tradition, and against infant baptism. But that alleged connection to later Anabaptism is unbearably weak. When the Anabaptists later emerged they were not hostile toward those that which they did not agree with—they would merely dissent. And unlike “prophets” who claimed supra-revelations, the Anabaptists never developed those tendencies. 

During the demise of Munzter and Storch there were seven people in Zurich who were quietly launching a movement on almost completely different principles and issues. It’s doubtful that these pacifist reformers had yet even heard of Thomas Munster except in relation to a war that he was starting.

Decades later, Heinrich Bullinger (1504-1575), an adversary of Anabaptism in Zurich, proposed an insidious connection to the “hazard” of Anabaptism claiming that Mutzner, a baptizer of infants, was their spiritual father. His name meant danger, even violence which would have made Anabaptism as “untouchables” among the Swiss who did not want a war like their German neighbors experienced.

There is no doubt that this was a slanderous charge given the facts. Bullinger, more than any other, is responsible for the caricature against the Zürich Anabaptists, and subsequently all Anabaptists, by deriving from features of Thomas Muntzer and pasting them on people who had no relation to the him.  H.S. Bender refuted Bullinger’s theory in his book Conrad Grebel
 where he tracks down the stages of this rumor.

A Culture of Separation

The initial differences between the mainline Protestants and sensible Anabaptists were that the latter held that: (a) babies did not have any cognizance, personal guilt or need for repentance at the time of their baptism; (b) the State (of Switzerland, Germany, etc.) had no Scriptural right to be involved in the affairs of the church; and (c) disciples of Christ should not use military force or political might to overthrow their theological enemies.  Most professing Christians today would agree with the Anabaptists on all three of these issues.
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